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Dalit Autobiographies as Testimonial writings 

 

  Literature emerges with new genres during a social discourse. This need resulted in 

Testimonial form of narrative in Latin America during recent decades. Testimonial literature 

is the narrative, told by a witness to express their problems during (e.g., war, oppression, 

revolution, etc.). This is a form of oral discourse, where the witness by representing his or her 

own experience represents the collective memory and identity of the community. The first 

testimonial narrative emerged in 1966 by the Cuban Miguel Barnet, Biografía de un 

Cimarron (Biography of a Runaway Slave). A popular example is I, Rigoberta Menchu, this 

testimony is the story of a young Guatemalan Quiche Indian woman and the problems faced 

by Indian communities in Latin America. This form of narration by an individual questioned 

the atrocities of the community. Dalit literature in this evolutionary stage has taken 

testimonial narrative form to represent the traumas of their community. The research paper 

would therefore explore in rereading Dalit autobiographies of K.Gunasekaran’s “The Scar” 

and Aravind Malagatti’s “Government Brahmana” as testimonial narratives. 
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The emergence of Dalit literature is not a literary movement, but it is the social 

movement invested in the battle against the injustice imposed on Dalits. It is indeed a new 

body of writing that expands the field of literature by bringing a new social reality into 

literary discussion.  

In India, caste is sanctified by Hinduism and the Indian literature was considered to be 

elite, Hindu and upper caste till Dalit writing began. After 1950’s with the emergence of Dalit 

literature slowly the margins(Dalits) are gaining a place in the centre (main stream 

literature).This new form in writing has therefore extended its boundaries from one genre to 

the other literary forms namely prose, poetry, Short story and recently the autobiographies 

written by Dalits. 

The research paper would focus on the genre autobiography in relation to two Dalit 

autobiographies, one written in Tamil by K.A.Gunasekaran’s The Scar and another 

autobiography in Kannada by Aravind Malagatti’s Government Brahmana. These two 

autobiographies are translated from Tamil and Kannada to English. In both the novels the 

writers question the society that degrades the individual in the name of caste. 

Autobiographies of Dalits are quite different in its form. The individual’s life in these 

autobiographies acquires significance, because it is not the story of one person but it speaks 

of and for a community. It represents a group experience and it is more like a testimony to 

that experience. 

The emergence of Testimonial form of literature began with the Latin American 

history. In Latin America the indigenous and the peasant group underwent the worst 

mistreatment and were even eliminated. During colonisation most authors wrote from the 

perspective that represented the superior class. This exclusion upon the indigenous people of 

Latin America gave emergence to a discourse in literature. This new emergence of literature 
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in Latin America can be referred as Latin American literature, Testimonial literature or the 

Testimonio. 

The first Testimonial narrative emerged in 1966 by the Cuban Miguel Barnet, 

Biografia de un Cimmaron (Biography of a runaway slave). Another popular example for 

Testimonial narrative is I,Rigoberta Menchu, the story of a young Indian woman and the 

tragic experience faced by Indian communities in Latin America dealing with the military 

oppression, moral endurance and the struggle for justice. The text completely fits in the genre 

of Testimonial narrative by one story representing the story of a marginalised group.  

Menchu says: “It is not only my life; it is also the testimony of my people” 

  “My story is the story of all poor Guatemalans” 

  “My personal experience is the reality of whole people” (1) 

The Testimonial narrative thus with the emergence of its form in Latin America 

slowly has found its way in to the literary genre. Therefore it is not only a movement in 

literary genre but it is also a call for change in the social and in the political situation.  

Dalit literature has therefore taken this form in writing where the autobiography of an 

ordinary Dalit is the witness of the marginalised group of the community and this new 

narrative form in Dalit writing is transnationalistic in its approach. The autobiographies, The 

Scar and Government Brahmana are therefore autobiography of two ordinary people, 

representing the trauma of the collective community. 

The Scar (vadu) is considered to be the first Dalit autobiography in Tamil. The word 

scar means a deep pain. The pain inflicted in body can be cured but the writer uses the word 

vadu to imply that the pain is severe and the inflicted pain can be cured only if the society 

changes its approach towards Dalits. The text travels through the life of the writer from his 

childhood and stops up to his graduation. The writer has brought the complete problems in 

“Parayar” caste in the milieu of Christian, Hindu and Muslim communities. An individual 



IJELLH (International Journal of English Language, Literature in Humanities) Vol. 7, Issue 4, April 2019             657 

 

who is referred as a Dalit in Hindu community is not seen as a Dalit in the other communities 

namely in Islam and Christian communities. Their identity as Dalit is nowhere to be seen 

when they are with the other communities but in their community they are always seen as 

downtrodden and excluded from the society. 

Government Brahmana is the first Dalit autobiography in Kannada. The text is not a 

mere lamentation like ordinary Dalit text, but the text at its juncture scrutinizes the search for 

‘self’ by an individual which reflects the plight of the whole Dalit communities search for 

identity. The life of Malagatti is complicated where he is not accepted in both the 

communities. In his community people look at him as Government Brahmana and the upper 

caste communities could not accept him. He was always looked by upper caste only as a 

Dalit. 

The story in both the novels is about the ordinary Dalit, and their experience is chosen 

to create a social change. The texts can be seen as the testimony of community since both the 

writers have chosen to write only the facts therefore even the uncultured behaviour of Dalits 

is mentioned in the novel. In the life of every Dalit there is always denial of basic rights.  

In The Scar, one can understand the longing of a Dalit to enter inside the temple. 

Though the Dalits belonged to the same village, and witnessed the same communal rituals 

still they could not enter the temple as their entry was considered to be a “polluted one”. 

Though Gunasekaran was part of the celebrations at church and Darga he was eliminated in 

Hindu community in the name of caste. 

The same experience one can find even in Kannada tradition where Dalits are denied 

entering the temple but in the “Okuli” festival in the name of religion Dalits were degraded. 

The tradition is to make Dalit women as a sport before the eyes of non Dalit men and it was a 

belief that following Okuli tradition would retain the prosperity of the village. There are even 

certain traditions which are more disgusting like “feeding shit to Dalits” and this act is 
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referred as “Mala Prashana” “Ameedhya Prashana” to connote feeding shit as though it were 

sacred act of worship. 

In both the novels one can find instances where Dalits are denied of the basic rights to 

drink water from the well. Even to drink water they had to drink unnoticed otherwise the 

punishment would be severe.  

“We did not know to which caste the canal belonged. If it belongs to the upper caste 

we would be tied to a tree and beaten.” The Scar (21). 

To fetch water the people from lower communities were asked to go to the pond 

rather than the lake. Here ‘pond’ referred is smaller, whereas the lake is big that caters to the 

whole village, is used by the upper caste people in the village. Malagatti has recorded in 

minute about the plight of Dalits where he does not lament but questions. 

 

“Have you ever taken bath in such gutter water?” 

“Have you washed your clothes in it?” 

“Have you gargled with the same water and also cleaned your teeth?” Government 

Brahmana (31). 

The villages always followed restrictions towards caste. An incident in The Scar 

proves how villages are always the dwelling place for caste issues. Gunasekaran’s 

grandmother asked him to buy oil from the shop at south Keeranoor. Gunasekaran took a 

boxful of paddy to give in exchange for the oil. He had paddy on his head and the bottle in 

hand which had no stopper. To prevent oil from spilling the bottle was closed with a small 

wood chip. Gunasekaran exchanged paddy for oil and started walking towards North 

Keeranoor. It was then this incident happened. Gunasekaran was walking in the field 

humming a song, a person came in the opposite direction so he took one leg off the bund and 
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kept it on the field and gave him space to walk. The person who came in the opposite 

direction did not move away but slapped him which left him ashamed, 

“Like lightning it happened. A slap on the cheek caught me unawares and screamed 

out for my mother. My ears rang and cheeks got swollen.”The Scar (43) 

“Look at the cheek of a paraya boy, the man spat out, and then went on his way.”(43) 

When Gunasekaran asked for reason to his grandmother she said, “When men and 

women of high caste come the people of lower caste should stand eight feet away from 

them”. This incident made him to have a strong aversion towards the Keeranoor village and 

in turn the caste divisions of Hindu religion. This is not only the problem of Dalits in one 

place but the problems they face is universal.  

The “Love” of a Dalit with an upper caste is always a lost love. An incident from life 

of Malagatti proves how a Dalit has to always accept the curse. In Government Brahmana 

Malagatti expresses about his lost love in the chapter “My ex-beloved”. In this chapter 

Malagatti does not only say about his own lost love, but he is the symbolic representation of 

Dalit community. Though his heart knew at its bottom line that his love won’t succeed still he 

cannot keep away from his lady love. Nothing could change the condition of a Dalit. 

Malagatti’s lady love once says her wish to her love, 

“Aravind could you have been atleaat as a Lingayat?”Government Brahmana (70) 

She did not have thoughts to deceive him, her love had no bounds towards him, and 

where as the caste he belonged to deceived him from all his dreams and desires. 

Even after Dalits receive good education and financial facilities, the ghost of caste 

does not stop haunting the inner psyche. Though Malagatti is a professor at Kuvempu 

institute of Kannada studies, Mysore and K.Gunasekaran is the director of the international 

institute of Tamil studies still the identity of caste could not be erased. Therefore in the 
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autobiographies both the writers are truthful in presenting the events from their life. Their 

testimony has become the representation of their communities. 

The struggle of a Dalit would come to an end only when human changes. As 

Malagatti   

says, “For Vivekananda had his own idea of new nation” 

         “Nehru had a vision of modern India” 

         “Gandhiji had the vision of Rama Rajya or the ideal nation” 

         “Ambedkar had the idea of the land where human rights could be  

          Claimed.”Government Brahmana (113) 

As the readers with the facts presented by the writers judgment has to be done. The 

research paper therefore gives scope in reading the text beyond its form autobiography and 

gives the readers a different understanding towards the caste problems. 
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